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Of all the time periods covered in the AP World History curriculum, Foundations (8000 BCE - 600 CE) spans the largest number of years. It begins 
with an important Marker Event - the Neolithic Revolution - and ends after the fall of three major classical civilizations - Rome in the Mediterranean 
region, Han China, and the Gupta Empire of India. 
Broad topics addressed in the Foundations time period are: 

·	
  Environmental and periodization issues 
·	
  Early development in agriculture and technology 
·	
  Basic cultural, political, and social features of early civilizations: Mesopotamia, Egypt, Indus Valley, Shang China, and Meso/South America 
·	
  The rise and fall of classical civilizations: Zhou and Han China, India (Gupta Empire), and Mediterranean civilizations (Greece and Rome) 
·	
  Major belief systems, including polytheism, Hinduism, Judaism, Confucianism, Daoism, Buddhism, and Christianity 

Changes 
• Agriculture –Neolithic Revolution: ~11,000 YA 
– Paleolithic --> Neolithic 
– Social – cultural – political changes 

• Stratification – organization – hierarchy‐patriarchy 
– Mesopotamia first 
– Independent invention elsewhere 
– Domestication àpastoralism 
• First civilizations 
– What makes a civilization? 

– River valleys 

• Mesopotamia and Egypt:~3000 BCE 
• China and India: ~2000-­‐2500 BCE 

– America: ~1000 BCE 
• First poli3cal states and empires 

– Babylonian 
– Egyp3an 
– Assyrian 

• Bronze Age à Iron Age: ~1100 BCE 
Changes of Neolithic Revolution:  
 



1) Probably the most significant change that took place with the Neolithic revolution was a dramatic 
increase in population. More food could sustain more people living together. 
2) people needed to build permanent houses for protection and storing food 
3) People began to specialize in certain crafts, social divisions began, laborers/merchants 
4) Gender roles changed. Hunters and gatherers assigned similar roles to men and women. 
In the Neolithic revolution, the work that produced food became relegated to men, and household chores 
became the women’s job. 
Men came to be the dominant gen 
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Classical civilizations 
1. Major political developments in China, India, and the Mediterranean 

A. Social and gender structures 
B. Major trading patterns within and among Classical civilizations; contacts with adjacent regions 
C. Arts, sciences, and technology 

2. Major belief systems 
. Basic features of major world belief systems prior to 600 C.E. and where each belief system applied by 600 C.E. 

A. Polytheism, Hinduism, Judaism, Confucianism, Daoism, Buddhism, Christianity 
Late Classical period (200 C.E.–600 C.E.) 
1. Collapse of empires (Han China, loss of western portion of the Roman Empire, Gupta) 

A. Movements of peoples (Huns, Germans) 
B. Interregional networks by 600 C.E.: Trade and religious diffusion 

Major Comparisons and Snapshots 
·	
  Comparisons of the major religious and philosophical systems including some underlying similarities in cementing a social hierarchy, e.g., Hinduism contrasted with Confucianism 
·	
  Role of women in different belief systems -- Buddhism, Christianity, Confucianism, and Hinduism 
·	
  Understanding of how and why the collapse of empire was more severe in western Europe than it was in the eastern Mediterranean or in China 
·	
  Compare the caste system to other systems of social inequality devised by early and classical civilizations, including slavery 
·	
  Compare societies and cultures that include cities with pastoral and nomadic societies 
·	
  Compare the development of traditions and institutions in major civilizations, e.g., Indian, Chinese, and Greek 
·	
  Describe interregional trading systems, e.g., the Indian Ocean trade 

Examples of What You Need to Know 
·	
  Nature of the Neolithic revolution, but not characteristics of previous stone ages, e.g., Paleolithic and Mesolithic 
·	
  Economic and social results of the agricultural revolution, but not specific date of the introduction of agriculture to specific societies 
·	
  Nature of patriarchal systems, but not changes in family structure within a single region 
·	
  Nature of early civilizations, but not necessarily specific knowledge of more than two 
·	
  Importance of the introduction of bronze and iron, but not specific inventions or implements 
·	
  Political heritage of classical China (emperor, bureaucracy), but not specific knowledge of dynastic transitions, e.g., from Qin to Han 
·	
  Greek approaches to science and philosophy, including Aristotle, but not details about other specific philosophers 
·	
  Diffusion of major religious systems, but not the specific regional forms of Buddhism or Aryan or Nestorian Christianity	
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The Roman, Han, Maurya and Gupta empires created political, cultural and administrative difficulties that they could not manage, which eventually led to their decline, 
collapse and transformation into successor empires or states. 
Between 200 and 600 C.E. all of the classical civilizations had fallen (the Han around 220, Western Rome in 476, and the Gupta in 550). There are several elements in common to 
the fall of these civilizations: 

• Political corruption and deterioration - The politics of all classical ages became corrupt and given over to factions and divisions. Bribery and favoritism were rife. 
Provinces came under the control of local leaders and empires decentralized. 

• The migration of the Huns - Droughts in central Asia forced a nomadic group called the Huns to migrate south and west during this time period. This brought them in 
contact with the settled classical civilizations. They placed pressure on the Han and Gupta, attacking their frontiers and raiding their lands. As they pushed westward, they 
forced Germanic peoples to put pressure on the Roman Empire. 

• Over-extension of borders - All empires found that their borders had grown so large that their military had trouble guarding them. Their imperial ambition out-stripped 
their resources. The Chinese could not effectively man the Great Wall with soldiers to keep out the Huns. Rome grew so large they could not raise the armies to protect its 
frontiers. 

• The spread of epidemics and disease - The trade routes that connected civilizations and allowed them to prosper also spread diseases. Han China and Rome lost 
thousands to disease, thus depleting their tax base just as they needed fund to protect their borders. 



 

 



	
  
• Huns	
  help	
  weaken	
  the	
  Roman	
  Empire	
  under	
  Attila	
  
• White	
  Huns	
  invade	
  India	
  during	
  the	
  Gupta	
  Empire	
  
• Huns	
  (Xiongnu)	
  invade	
  Han	
  Dynasty	
  (Mulan)	
  

THE LATE CLASSICAL ERA: THE FALL OF EMPIRES (200 TO 600 CE) 
Recall that all of the river-valley civilization areas experienced significant decline and/or conquest in the time period around 1200 BCE. A similar thing happened to the classical 
civilizations between about 200 and 600 CE, and because the empires were larger and more connected, their fall had an even more significant impact on the course of world 
history. Han China was the first to fall (around 220 CE), then the Western Roman Empire (476 CE), and finally the Gupta in 550 CE. 
SIMILARITIES 
Several common factors caused all three empires to fall: 
·	
  Attacks from the Huns - The Huns were a nomadic people of Asia that began to migrate south and west during this time period. Their migration was probably caused by drought 
and lack of pasture, and the invention and use of the stirrup facilitated their attacks on all three established civilizations. 
·	
  Deterioration of political institutions - All three empires were riddled by political corruption during their latter days, and all three suffered under weak-willed rulers. Moral decay 
also characterized the years prior to their respective falls. 
·	
  Protection/maintenance of borders - All empires found that their borders had grown so large that their military had trouble guarding them. A primary example is the failure of the 
Great Wall to keep the Huns out of China. The Huns generally just went around it. 
·	
  Diseases that followed the trade routes - Plagues and epidemics may have killed off as much as half of the population of each empire. 
DIFFERENCES 
Even though the empires shared common reasons for their declines, some significant differences also may be seen. 
·	
  The Gupta's dependence on alliances with regional princes broke down, exhibiting the tendency toward political fragmentation on the Indian subcontinent. 
·	
  Rome's empire lasted much longer than did either of the other two. The Roman Empire also split in two, and the eastern half endured for another 1000 years after the west fell. 
·	
  The fall of empire affected the three areas in different ways.  
 

- The fall of the Gupta probably had the least impact, partly because political unity wasn't the rule anyway, and partly because the traditions of Hinduism and the caste 
system (the glue that held the area together) continued on after the empire fell. 

 
-The fall of the Han Dynasty was problematic for China because strong centralized government was in place, and social disorder resulted from the loss of authority. 
However, dynastic cycles that followed the dictates of the Mandate of Heaven were well defined in China, and the Confucian traditions continued to give coherence to 
Chinese society.  

 

- The most devastating fall of all occurred in Rome. Roman civilization depended almost exclusively on the ability of the government and the military to control territory. 
Even though Christianity emerged as a major religion, it appeared so late in the life of the empire that it provided little to unify people as Romans after the empire fell. 
Instead, the areas of the empire fragmented into small parts and developed 



Sample Essay Question (2010) Compare/Contrast Essay 
 

Analyze similarities and differences in methods of imperial administration in TWO of the following empires. 
• Han China (206 BCE – 220 CE) 
• Mauryan/Gupta India (320 BCE – 550 CE) 
• Imperial Rome (31 BCE – 476 CE) 

Sample Response: 
 
Han China from 206 BCE to 220 CE and Imperial Rome from 31 BCE to 476 CE both emphasized the family unit and the authority of parents, 

and both had an unstable border situation that inevitably led to their downfall.  However, Rome and China had two very different political systems, 
manners in which they dealt with their borders, views on society as a whole, and religions. 

The political differences of the two empires can be attributed to differences in society and culture.  In China, Confucianism was the ideology that 
dictated everything.  Confucianism emphasized family, and society was viewed as a family unit.  This combined with the importance of filial piety created a 
very centralized, close knit political system.  In Rome, the religion and ideology was much less centralized.  The Romans, unlike the Han, did not 
emphasize that all of their subjects should have the same culture or ideology.  Although the family was close knit under the authority of the paterfamilias, 
there was less emphasis on the whole society as a collective group.  As a result, the Roman political system was less centralized. 

In China the empire was ruled by an emperor who ruled based on the Mandate of Heaven.  The situation was relatively stable and there was less 
emphasis on expansion.  Rather, China sought to maintain its borders and occasionally trade for commodities it desired, such as Central Asian horses.  On 
the other hand, Rome emphasized conquest and expansion.  The emphasis on conquest put a huge drain on Rome’s resources and manpower. 

Both empires had unstable borders and were surrounded by dangerous enemies.  However, Han China dealt with the Xiongniu through tribute 
system, thus placating them with gifts and avoiding costly and expensive warfare which Rome preferred when dealing with their enemies.  Also, both 
empires had significant technology, organization, and armies, albeit very different ones.  Rome excelled at battle tactics, military organization, and had 
good shields, armor, and horses.  Han China experimented with gunpowder, used the longbow, and obtained high quality horses from their neighbors. 

Ultimately, both empires fell, due to the cost of keeping such as extensive empire, as well as the energy they focused on maintaining borders. 
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